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Living a better life
Breanna Ribeiro ‘14 came to Linfield to play basketball 
and pursue a health related-major. One religious studies course 
changed the direction of her education and, perhaps, her life.
 Now an intern for Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon, Ribeiro 
works with lobbyists at the state Capitol and tracks legislation 
relating to affordable housing and criminal justice reform. As co-
founder of Student Advocates for Gender Equality (SAGE), she is 
a campus leader, a member of the Chaplain’s Team and she helped 
create the Interfaith Committee, made up of students from all 
backgrounds and beliefs.
 “I told my parents I was exponentially growing as a human being 
by being in that fi rst class,” said Ribeiro, a religious studies major 
with three minors – political science, sociology and gender studies. 
 Ribeiro says her classes have equipped her with the skills to 
engage the world in a more ethical way that goes beyond religious 
tradition. They are helping her to live a better life.
 “It doesn’t matter what career I pursue – or life as a mother or 
friend – if I’m not a good person to step into that role,” she said.
Thinking critically, 
broadening perspectives
Students like Ribeiro are finding a solid academic 
foundation with ties to a multitude of careers. Once dominated 
by students bound for seminary, religious studies classrooms 
are increasingly filling with a different sort of learner – future 
doctors, politicians, police officers, business leaders and lawyers 
who are bolstering career paths with ethical perspective. Not 
only do religious studies classes train adept scholars and religious 
leaders, but simply put, they train good people. 
Religion courses have shaped the lives of thousands of Linfi eld 
College students – religious, apathetic and agnostic alike. As one 
of the anchor disciplines of a liberal arts education, classes draw 
on numerous areas including  history, language, art, literature, 
philosophy, anthropology, psychology, political science and cultural 
studies. The study broadens students’ overall education, and 
introduces them to new cultural experiences and ways of thinking. 
It poses questions of ethics and values, prompting students to 
examine their own lives for greater meaning. 
 Courses range from Old Testament and the Qur’an, to 
ethics, forgiveness, reconciliation and death. Languages such as 
Hebrew, Greek, Arabic, Sanskrit and Tibetan are offered.
 While some graduates pursue careers in ministry, the 
majority move into other fields, according to Bill Millar ’60, 
professor of religious studies since 1984 and department co-chair. 
Students learn skills that prepare them for a changing world.
“Most people adjust career tracks several times over the 
course of their working lives,” Millar said. “We work on critical 
thinking, which is important in multiple situations. How do you 
relate to people who think and live differently than you?”
Tim Wagar ’11 uses lessons he learned in religion classes 
daily in law school at the University of Washington. He earned a 
finance degree from Linfield, and said ethical training and critical 
thinking have been invaluable.
“Every day I read and think critically to understand 
arguments about the law,” he said. “It’s helped open my eyes to 
higher moral standards. It’s perfect preparation for law school.”  
Think religious studies classes are only 
for the religious? Think again. Students 
are finding those classes enrich their lives 
no matter what careers they pursue. 
David Fiordalis, assistant professor of religious studies and department co-chair, is an expert in Buddhism and Asian religions. He has opened new doors for Linfi eld students to 
explore Asian traditions and encourages students to apply what they’ve learned through experiential learning. Fiordalis has a bachelor’s from Carleton College, master’s from the 
University of Chicago and Ph.D. from the University of Michigan.
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Bill Millar ’60, department co-chair, has been a part of the religious studies faculty since 1984 and says the academic study of religion embodies the core values of a liberal 
arts education. Courses serve as a platform for students to think carefully and critically about religion, and then go beyond the classroom to test what they have learned 
through firsthand experiences of cultural and religious diversity. Millar also has a B.D. from Andover Newton Theological School and a Ph.D. from Harvard. Professor 
Stephen Snyder (not pictured) joined the faculty in 1978. He has a bachelor’s from Stanford and a master’s and Ph.D. from the University of Chicago.
Religion and academics
Students enter classes from a variety of starting points. 
Some have no background in faith-based study. Others take a 
course to explore their own spirituality. In most cases, however, 
students are unfamiliar with what it means to study religion in an 
academic way. For various reasons, they’ve simply not experienced 
it in a classroom setting.
“We get the whole range of students,” Millar said. “For some, 
it’s liberating to find they can study religion in an academic way. 
For some, it’s scary. We have to find out where they are. Part of 
our mission is to ease them into the discovery that it’s just like  
any course.”
 Janelle Davis ’13 used an academic perspective to wrestle 
with end-of-life issues for her senior thesis project. A double 
major in religious studies and intercultural communication, she 
interviewed participants of funerals and memorial services – 
from pagans to pastors to attendees – then wrote and performed 
a one-person play. She learned that religious faith is central to 
dealing with the death of a loved one. She calls religious studies 
faculty “inspiring” and said she didn’t have to believe the same 
theology to have meaningful discussions. 
“Before, I saw the world as black and white,” said Davis. 
“When you can view things not through a single lens, but through 
multiple aspects, it gives insight. No matter what you think about 
religion, understanding it and the forces it represents can be 
hugely helpful.” 
Where paradigms hit the pavement
Chaplain David Massey ’78 shows students how life outside 
the classroom can be relevant to what they’re learning in class. He 
coordinates campus fellowship groups, service events, spiritual 
retreats, special events and other activities, many off campus. 
In addition to leading the approximately 12-member 
Chaplain’s Team, Massey teaches half time in the department, 
a model uncommon at many institutions. He teaches courses 
in practical theology, the dynamics every person experiences 
no matter their religious tradition – death, loss, forgiveness, 
reconciliation. It is where “paradigms hit the pavement,” says 
Massey, who also leads the Interfaith Committee. 
One such class which offered an interfaith approach to 
homelessness had a major impact on Daniel Namazi ’14, a 
biochemistry major and Interfaith Committee member. 
 “I’ve seen people who are homeless but I’d never thought 
about their life stories,” said Namazi. “We talked with them and 
got a different perspective. It removed a stereotype from my mind 
that will help me always in my life. Whatever you do, you should 
not be judgmental.”
Namazi grew up in a Baha’i home in Guam and was taught 
to accept all religions. He said his classes and involvement with 
the Interfaith Committee have helped him grasp the importance 
of what he is learning and opened his eyes to different people. He 
is fascinated by the heart, not just anatomically, but as a spiritual 
entity. “Spirituality affects the heart physically,” said Namazi, 
who plans to become a heart surgeon. 
 Experiential understanding is central to the religious studies 
curriculum. Students visit mosques, temples and churches – 
sometimes for the first time. After learning about religions in 
Asia, students may go in small groups or on their own to a Hindu 
temple or Jewish synagogue. In May, more than 200 Linfield 
students, faculty and staff attended talks by the Dalai Lama in 
Portland. The hands-on experiences that put students outside 
their comfort zones are formative, encourage self-reflection 
and prompt students to examine their own filters and beliefs. 
By comparing the best of one tradition with the best of another 
tradition, common themes emerge. 
 “To truly dialogue, which is at the heart of religion in a 
“We work on critical thinking, which is 
important in multiple situations. How do 
you relate to people who think differently 
than you?” –  Bill Millar ’60, professor of religious studies
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“To truly dialogue, which is at the heart of 
religion in a healthy way, is to temporarily 
suspend one’s own paradigm to try to 
understand another.”
Linfield Chaplain David Massey ’78, right, introduces Frederic “Fritz” Tubach, author and son of a Nazi officer, who spoke in classes and presented the Frazee Lecture in 
Bible and Religion in March. Massey’s class on forgiveness and reconciliation approaches the subject from Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist and Christian perspectives. Massey has 
a MDiv. from Colgate Rochester Divinity School amd a DMin. from the San Francisco Theological Seminary.
healthy way, is to temporarily suspend one’s own paradigm to 
try to understand another,” said Massey. “Regardless of doctrine 
or dogma, students find common values, and then they start 
thinking, ‘Ah ha, they’re not so different from me.’” 
Diversifying the curriculum
 At the same time, the department is working to bring 
greater awareness and knowledge of diversity, both local and 
global, to the college. David Fiordalis, department co-chair and 
an expert in Buddhism and Asian religions, joined the faculty in 
2011, and has opened new doors for Linfield students to explore 
Asian traditions, both experientially and using interdisciplinary 
methods. In addition to developing new courses in religious 
studies, he has worked with students to form the Linfield 
Meditation Club, and teaches a first-year seminar on meditation 
theory and practice as well as the introductory course in 
comparative, global philosophy.
 “As religious studies scholars,” said Fiordalis, “we focus on 
religion and use different disciplinary methods to understand it 
from different perspectives. I rarely teach a class in religious studies 
without drawing upon anthropology, philosophy, historical studies, 
even art and literature. Then, I encourage students to go apply what 
they’ve learned through experiential learning, such as observing 
events at nearby Buddhist and Hindu temples.” 
 Before coming to Linfield, Fiordalis lived and taught in India 
and Nepal, and brings firsthand knowledge of the Pacific Rim 
and other Asian countries. He mainly works with Sanskrit, Pali 
and Tibetan, three of the principal languages in which traditional 
Buddhist literature has been preserved.
 Fiordalis is also connecting with the diversity already on 
campus. For instance, Jia Mang ’15 from China studied with 
Tibetan Buddhist masters before coming to Linfield, and has 
taken several classes with Fiordalis. He is serving as a peer 
instructor for the Tibetan Buddhism class, and appreciates 
Fiordalis’ curiosity and passion.
 “He’s given us a broader sense of religion,” Mang said of 
Fiordalis. “He doesn’t just teach students but he learns from 
students. He leads students in discussion and dialogue, both 
critically and constructively.”
Diplomatic lens
 Religion has long been the silent filter on diplomatic issues 
around the world. And with heightened political tensions, it’s 
more important than ever to understand how religious subtleties 
impact society. Students like Meckenzie Holmes ’13 realize 
religious studies and political science go hand in hand.
 Holmes was 10 on 9/11. That sparked her interest in Islam. 
 “I knew it was a really important part of the world,” said 
Holmes, who earned a political science degree with a religious 
studies minor. “I wanted to know what caused the terrorism 
mentality, but more than that, I wanted to know what the 
everyday Muslim said about terrorists.”
 Holmes has found some answers, along with learning Arabic, 
after taking part in collaborative research on women in Islam 
with Dawn Nowacki, professor of political science, and interning 
at the Muslim Educational Trust in Tigard.
 “This has helped form my moral values of looking at something 
in its entirety before judging it,” she said.
 Holmes knows her religious studies training will provide an 
edge for her future because it helps her to understand the roots of 
other cultures. 
 “Religion ties into so much,” she said. “Faith is the basis for 
moral and ethical values of a culture, which ties into the politics, 
which ties into the economy. It’s all interrelated.” 
–  David Massey ’78, assistant professor of religious studies, chaplain
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Language as bridge
 Over the years, Linfield professors have taught classical 
languages – Arabic, Greek, Hebrew and others – as a bridge to 
reach students, regardless of theological differences. The training 
gives students an advantage when applying for graduate programs, 
but it also promotes understanding. By examining the language, 
students discover one word might have several meanings.
 “Theologically, we might be getting nowhere on issues, but if 
we look at the text we can have some interesting conversations,” 
said Millar. “I can choose this meaning and they can choose that 
one, and then we can have a conversation.”
 This was the case for Matt Davies ’10, who learned Greek 
with Millar. 
 “I was hardheaded so we disagreed a lot,” he says with 
a laugh. “But my professors were gracious and we talked 
outside of class. That really resonated with me. Now, I try to 
mimic my Linfield professors in my own classroom (Chemeketa 
Community College).”
 Davies, who received a master’s in religion from Yale in 2012, 
applies his knowledge in the day-to-day. Following the Boston 
Marathon bombing, as rumors circulated regarding the suspects’ 
religious ties, Davies tried to facilitate positive conversations and 
correct misconceptions.
 “Religion is the biggest motivating factor in people’s lives, 
transcending family, politics and nation,” Davies said. “When you 
study religion, it changes the way you view the world.”
 Like many Linfield students, Ribeiro’s world view has 
changed significantly since walking into her first religious 
studies class as a freshman. She’s asking questions, looking for 
significance and drawing ties between disciplines to understand 
the world in a more meaningful way – all the tools to making a 
good life even better.
— Laura Davis
Glenna Kruger ’68
former chair, 
Linfield Board of Trustees
literature major
Religion classes were important to me. My religious 
education and perspective prior to college was quite 
narrow. I took classes from Paul Little and Gordon 
Frazee and was exposed for the first time to new ways 
of interpreting the Bible. It was freeing! That study 
really became the underpinning of a lifelong quest 
to better understand the origins of scripture and its 
meaning for our lives today.
“It doesn’t matter what career I pursue 
— or life as a mother or friend — if I’m 
not a good person to step into that role.”
         –  Breanna Ribeiro ’14
Chaim Kesler ’06
development director, 
Shaarie Torah
religious studies major
My work in politics, helping to turn out voters in Washington 
State, and now my work as development director at Shaarie 
Torah are ways that I’m able to apply my ethical concepts 
of social justice to my daily living. Voter suppression is a 
form of injustice, disproportionately impacting the working 
class, minorities and the elderly. In all that we do, political 
or otherwise, we must always be asking, "What am I doing 
here?" It is the fi rst step towards repairing the world. 
Helping me live a better life...
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From left Daniel Namazi ’14, Breanna Ribeiro ’14 and Jia Mang ’15 have connected what they’ve learned in religious studies courses to other disciplines including politics, 
sociology and biochemistry. Not only does it broaden their overall education, but religious studies also prompts students to examine their lives for greater meaning.
Krysta Baglien ’08 
chaplain,  
Swedish Medical Center
psychology major 
My knowledge and understanding of morals, perspectives,  
family systems and cultures has stemmed from my 
religious studies background. A favorite class, “Living 
Faiths” led by Bill Apel, taught me about the beauty 
of religious paths other than my own. I use this 
knowledge all of the time since I am a chaplain to 
all faiths and I support people from many different 
backgrounds.
Ryan Simmons ’06 
police officer, Newberg 
Police Department
philosophy major 
Everyone has varying degrees of religion in their lives, 
and religion can be an important part in how people 
process trauma. Because of my role as a detective,  
I may be a part of that process in a very personal 
way. I work closely with families, entering into  
their lives for a short time while I work the case.  
It’s important to be sensitive to how they process 
and deal with trauma.
